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Structure of the thesis 
The thesis is divided into three major parts.  Part 1 presents the introduction, a broad 
overview and the objectives of the two case studies, their common settings and the overall 
findings of this research.  It begins with a debate of the existing literature and the gaps in 
research followed by an explanation of the established framework for measuring usability.   
The methodology, limitations, findings and conclusion of case study 1 is described in part 2 
of this thesis.  While case study 2 is discussed in part 3, and finally the last chapter of the 
thesis discusses the contribution of this research to the literature and identifies opportunities 
for future research. 
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Abstract 
Demand for innovative and accessible Western education throughout Asia has significantly 
improved the use of online teaching and support tools.  Previous research tudies of online 
education have focussed primarily on full online and distance education, and asy chronous 
tools for fostering communication.  Few studies have explored blended learning strategies in 
an education environment using synchronous tools to support ongoing communication 
amongst students from South East Asia facilitated by their offshore subject co-ordinator.  
This qualitative study explores South East Asian students’ attitudes and perceptions to the 
usability of online synchronous communication and to determine the success of such a tool 
in fostering communication and supporting group interaction.  The study comprises a group 
of 40 computer science students for Case Study 1 and a class size of29 students for the 
second case study undertaking the same subject have agreed to participate in the research.   
The triangulation method adopted for the two field studies has established that there are 
interrelationships amongst the three usability constructs in the contxt of this study. The 
usability constructs refer to the perceived ease of use, perceivd usefulness and attitudes 
toward participation. 
A combination of questionnaires, focus groups and observation techniques have been 
conducted; and the results show that students’ perception and attitudes are influenced by the 
multiple and interrelated facets of the online group communication: the human-to-
technology interaction, the human-to-human communication, and the capability of the initial 
studies have elicited the importance of motivation along with connectio  stability as 
significant influences on students’ attitudes toward participation.  The first case study 
identified the large group size, the fast speed of the messages posted, and the instability of 
the technology as key difficulties.   
A revised methodology was applied to the second case study allowed a more stable 
environment for evaluating students’ perceptions. A number of underlying interrelating 
group characteristics and individual attributes including technology and human factors that 
influence student usability and participation are discussed and presented in Case Study 2.
   
 2 
Contrary to the stereotype that Asian students are passive student from a South East Asian 
background in both case studies have been highly interactive during the online chat sessions.  
Evidence from the observations and questionnaire feedback showed that all p rticipants 
contributed to the discussion and were heavily engaged with the live chat sessions. The 
majority of participants indicated that they value the opportunity to interact with the offshore 
lecturer, and to receive timely feedback to their queries. 
According to student perceptions, the findings from the various data collecti n methods 
have shown that the medium being easy to use, a less confronting form of co munication as 
well as useful for enhancing communication and learning objectives.  Common themes 
across the two case studies include suggestions for greater clarity and quality of the 
messages posted; and that the pace of the message flow should not inhibit a student’s ability 
to participate in the open dialog.  The lack of visual cues means that no movement on the 
screen can lead to participants concurrently posting messages. This calls for the need to find 
a balance between too much activity and no activity, which could further improve the 
quality of participation.   
Overall evidence from this research suggests that the interaction amongst the students is 
highly positive.  The studies indicate that there is great potential for students from South 
East Asia to use synchronous chat, under this particular blend of learning, to actively 
participate and engage in their learning.  This research provides a good foundation for 
further studies to evaluate and improve on the delivery of synchronous online tools for 
communication and interaction.   
 
